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All this while I was keeping a watchful eye on Florence.
Her face was a stiff mask, expressing nothing. Suddenly she
said:
*Make that man go away!'
Jean Queyries thought that the horrible words were meant
for him, and with flaming cheeks made as though to leave the
room. But she stopped him with a look of tender reproach:
'Where are you going, Augustin ? Stay where you are/
He halted. Clearly he did not know what to do, and looked
a question. I made a sign that he should fall in with this mad
mood of hers. She had turned to me, and now said, with the
sulky look of an obstinate child:
* What is he doing here ?*
For a brief moment Augustin looked at her with contempt
in his eyes, and that imperious air which I once had known so
well. But almost immediately his expression changed. A sudden
lassitude, as though the whole man were drained and empty
showed only too clearly that his inner powers of resistance had
been for ever destroyed. There he stood, like a very poor, very
old man. He was little more than skin and bone, but there was
strength still in the structure of his face. But the sources of his
life seemed to have dried up. What I saw before me was a
beaten man, already touched by the huge indifference of death,
so wholly abandoned that no denial could any longer surprise
him. I put a finger to my head that he might think Florence
mentally unbalanced, and led him away. In the hall he wrapped
himself in a cloak of some coarse material. I stammered out a
confused jumble of excuses, laying the blame for everything
on my sister's incurable neuraesthenic condition. He seemed
wholly apathetic and merely said: *I understand... I am sorry
my visit has not had the effect you hoped... /
But on the stairs, where the flickering gas-flame merged